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Archives and Preservation Basics 

Abbie Weiser, CA 

          Front cover, The American Archivist, Fall/Winter 2005 



What is an Archive? 

• An organization that collects the records of 
individuals, families, or other organizations; a 
collecting archives. 
   -Glossary of Archival and Records Terminology 



What are Archives? 

• Materials created or received by a person, family, 
or organization, public or private, in the conduct 
of their affairs and preserved because of the 
enduring value contained in the information they 
contain or as evidence of the functions and 
responsibilities of their creator, especially those 
materials maintained using the principles of 
provenance, original order, and collective control; 
permanent records. 

    -Glossary of Archival and Records  
       Terminology 



Types of Value in Records  

• Informational 
• Evidential 
• Artifactual 
 

 

Leon Metz, UTEP Collection 



Purpose of Archives 

• Historical  
• Cultural 
• Legal 
• Administrative 

ASARCO smelter, Sidney Adams papers 



What is an Archivist? 

• Basic definition: a person who selects, 
preserves, arranges, and describes records of 
enduring value. 

• And so much more! 
 

http://archivists.org/periodicals/aa_covers/AA_72-1lg.jpg
http://archivists.org/conference/austin2009/index.asp
http://archivists.org/mayday/index.asp


Archival Functions 

• Selection and appraisal 
• Arrangement and description 
• Preservation 
• Reference and access 
• Management  
• Fundraising 
• Outreach and marketing (vital!) 

Dr. Eleanor Duke, UTEP Collection 



Arrangement and Description 

• Principle of provenance 
• Original order 
• Collection and series level organization and 

description  



Outreach Activities 



More Outreach and Marketing 



Even More Outreach and Marketing 
Other publicity 
includes:  
 -Television news 
stories.        
- Mall exhibits. 
- Publication of archival 
materials in books and 
articles. 
 



Exhibits, Events, and Lectures 



Types of Materials 
• Books 
• Papers 
• Textiles 
• Photographs  
• Negatives (nitrate, acetate, glass, polyester) 
• Record albums 
• Tapes and DVDs 
• Artifacts 
• Artworks 
• Furniture 
• Digital records 

Ore samples, Ginther family papers, MS 
437 

Dress from Wilhemina 
Apodoca, Casasola Studio 
Photo Collection 



 
 
 
 
 

Temple Mt. Sinai Council of Jewish Women, Stout-
Feldman Studio photographs, PH 074 

Early nineteenth-century deed, Escajeda family papers, MS 
556 

Preservation vs. Conservation 



Need for Preservation Strategies  
• Specific threats: heat, humidity, light, mold, 

pests, theft, fire, water, and handling of the 
materials. 

• LOCKSS 
• Disaster planning 
 



Preservation Basics 

  
  
 - Location 
 - Security 
 - Storage 



Preservation Basics 

- Archival records should be stored at a 
constant temperature, usually about 68-72 
degrees, in acid-free folders and boxes.  

- RH should be about 38%.  
- Temperature and RH should be monitored. 
- Archives should control exposure to light. 
- Fire and water. 
-  Handling of materials. 



Preservation Basics  
During Processing 

• Preservation work primarily done while 
processing (look for signs of deterioration). 

• Housing of materials. 
• Separate acidic materials. 
• Cleaning/removing staples, paper clips, etc. 
• Make preservation copies, if necessary. 
• Know your materials (paper, inks, photo 

processes, etc.). 



Preservation Supplies 



The Micro Spatula &  
Acid-Free Tissue Paper 



Humidifying and Flattening Materials 



Preservation Problems 

• Deteriorated condition of materials when we 
receive them. 

• Funding 
• Space 
•  Lack of institutional support. 



Examples of Preservation Problems 



Examples of Preservation Problems 



Example of Brittle Paper & Acid Damage 

Correspondence, Critchett and Ferguson Assayers records 



Mold – PART I 

 
• According to the TSL, mold is the biggest threat to 

archival collections in West Texas (due to faulty 
HVAC systems). 

• People’s health comes before preservation! 
• Try to determine if the mold is active or inactive 

(it is hard to tell). 
• Segregate moldy materials from non-moldy 

items. 
• Consult a conservator. 

 
 



Mold – Part II 
• If mold is inactive, there are ways to remove it. 
• On a non-windy day, place and secure dry moldy 

documents in the sunlight to kill mold spores. 
• Wear a mask and rubber gloves while handling 

moldy documents and work outside. 
• Lightly brush or use a HEPA vacuum in an open 

area away from other documents. 
• Shelves can be disinfected with bleach. 
• Be sure to disinfect clothes, vacuum, and brushes 

too.  



Mold Damage in New Orleans, 2005 



If Materials Get Wet… 
• Documents, books, photographs, and works of art on 

paper may be extremely fragile when wet. 
• Increase air flow with fans, open windows, air 

conditioners, and dehumidifiers. Moderate light 
exposure (open shades, leave basement lights on) can 
also reduce mold and mildew. 

• Free the edges of prints and paper objects in mats and 
frames, if possible. These should be allowed to air dry. 

• Wet books and papers should also be air dried or kept in 
a refrigerator or freezer until they can be treated by a 
professional conservator. 

    - www.heritagepreservation.org 



Caring for Your Own Records 

• Books 
• Photographs 
• Scrapbooks 
• Negatives and films 
• Digital records 
• Paper 
• Clippings 
• Oversize items 
• Textiles 

 
Map of Bonito Dam, Southern Pacific Railroad 
records 



Books 
• Store upright or flat; do not store with spine up.  
• Powder-coated steel shelves are best. 
• Keep in good environmental conditions.  
• Treat gently. 
• Smoke smells.  
• Avoid wrapping in  
newspaper or plastic. 
• Care of fragile books. 
• Repairs and rebinding. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photographs 

Betty Mary Goetting, Betty Mary Smith 
Goetting papers 

• Wear cotton gloves. 
•Framed photographs vs. 
loose photographs. 
• Photograph albums.  
• Rolled photographs can 
be humidified and 
flattened, but use caution. 
• Avoid magnetic albums 
(usually from the 1970s – 
1990s). 
• Identifying photos. 



Scrapbooks 

Scrapbook, Pan American Round 
Table of El Paso records, MS 526 

• Scrapbooks are usually made 
with very bad, acidic paper. 
• Try to preserve the artifactual 
nature of the scrapbook. 
• Only remove items if they are in 
immediate danger. 
• Take photographs of the 
complete scrapbook. 
• Interleaving with acid-free paper 
technique. 
• Store in acid-free boxes and use 
acid-free tissue to “pad” boxes.  



Negatives & Films 
• Cold storage is better (below 50 degrees). 
• Considered the original – always keep. 
• Good to separate from prints. 
• Pre-1950 negatives should be stored in acid-free 

paper enclosures. 
• Later negatives can be stored in mylar sleeves. 
• Glass-plate negatives need to be stored upright in 

special padded boxes and marked “fragile” on the 
box. 

• A sign of deterioration includes the smell of 
vinegar or dirty socks. 

• Reformatting a good idea for home movies on 
film and video. 
 



Digital Records  

Database for digitized negatives from the Casasola Studio Photographs collection 



Preservation and Digital Records 
• Digital Commons? 
• Early intervention is necessary…more so than 

with paper records. 
• Even when records are digitized, we must keep 

the originals! 
• Digitization is great for access; not so great for 

preservation. 
• Digital photographs. 
• Commitment to reformatting. 
• There are no such things as permanent electronic 

records. 



Paper 

Correspondence, H.B. Stevens papers 

• Remove rubber bands, staples, 
paper clips; very gently brush 
dirt/dust off with a soft brush, if 
needed. 
• Unfold paper materials 
(humidify, if needed). 
•Make preservation copies, if 
needed. 
• Separate acidic materials. 
•Problems with deacidification.  
•Store in acid-free folders and 
boxes in good preservation 
conditions.  



Clippings & Telegrams 

El Paso Herald Post files 

• Very acidic. 
• Good to make 
preservation copies 
on acid-free paper. 
• Separate from the 
rest of archival 
materials. 



Oversize items and 3-D Objects 

Poster, Farah Strike Collection 

• Store flat in acid-free oversize 
boxes. 
• Measure materials before 
ordering boxes. 
• Maps, posters, and other paper 
oversize items should be stored 
flat. 

Ada Tharp 
Photo Album 



Textiles 
• Usually lay flat in acid-free box. 
• Roll acid-free tissue and place around and inside 

garment to cushion and support. 
• Do not use buffered acid-free tissue. 
• Some garments can be hung vertically, others 

should not (1920s beaded dresses, garments with 
heavy ornaments, weak or damaged shoulder 
areas, knits, and garments in fragile condition). 

• Temperature should be about 65 degrees and RH 
50%. 

• Use a special filtered vacuum to clean textiles. 
 



Caring for Your Own Records 

• Follow preservation basics. 
• Make preservation copies. 
• Buy storage materials from a reputable 

archival supplier, such as Gaylord or 
Metal Edge. 

• Use common sense.   
• Ask an archivist or conservator if you 

have additional questions. 



Additional Resources 

• www.archivists.org 
• http://southwestarchivists.org/ 
• http://www.metaledgeinc.com/ 
• http://gaylordmart.com/archivalsolutions.asp 
• http://libraryweb.utep.edu/ 
• http://www.heritagepreservation.org/ 
• http://www.imls.gov/collections/ 
• http://www.nps.gov/history/ 
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